Microsatellite diversity and fitness in stranded juvenile harp seals (Phoca groenlandica).
A positive relationship between genetic diversity at neutral markers and juvenile survival has been demonstrated for many vertebrate populations, although the correlation is typically weak and the explanation for it remains controversial. We assessed variation at 9-12 microsatellite loci in 65 juvenile harp seals (Phoca groenlandica) that stranded in poor condition around Long Island, NY, from 2001 to 2004. Compared with seals that died, surviving individuals had slightly higher measures of mean d(2), which reflects the size difference between alleles within an individual and provides an index of outbreeding. In contrast, there were no significant differences between survivors and nonsurvivors in heterozygosity or estimates of internal relatedness. This pattern is attributed to the fact that these microsatellite markers were exceptionally variable in this species (9-22 alleles per locus), and all individuals were heterozygous at most loci. Under these circumstances, mean d(2) may provide a powerful measure for assessing diversity-fitness correlations.